
This paper examines the representation of Boko Haram using images in selected Nigerian newspapers and on 
Twitter between January 1 and June 30, 2017. The concourse of 1,640 is analysed using quantitative and qualitative 
content analysis. The Computer-assisted Cluster Analysis (CHCA) led to the identification of three visual frames 
(Chibok Girls, War and Social Consequences) while the MCDA facilitated the deeper reading of the structural 
features of images in the respective clusters. Findings from this study indicate that the Chibok Girls are the primary 
visual synecdoche of Boko Haram and thus, the dominant culturally resonating symbol of the impact of the group 
in the studied platforms.This paper argues that the three visual frames embody aspects of the Boko Haram 
discourse, which political actors deemed necessary to highlight or exclude and as such are capable of shaping 
public understanding and policies about the group. This research responds to the dearth of Boko Haram networked 
framing research and the paucity of visual framing studies.
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Introduction
Although the word terrorism lacks a universally acceptable definition, its impact is felt in virtually every 
continent in the world. For instance, in Nigeria, over 27,000 persons have been killed and more than 2.6 
million people displaced from their homes owing to the activities of Boko Haram, a notorious transnational 
terrorist organisation (Paquette & Alfa, 2019; Alagbe, 2018; Lederer, 2017). The group, which exerts much 
influence in at least four Lake Chad Basin Countries (LCBCs) - Nigeria, Chad, Cameroon, and Benin, is, 
therefore, at the centre of media discourse. This outcome is consistent with the media-terrorism symbiosis 
(Dowling, 1986; Weimann, 1983; Wilkinson, 1997).  On the one hand, terrorists need media platforms for 
communication and publicity and are thus, “capable of writing any drama  no matter how horrible  to 
compel the media's attention” (Miller, 1982, p. 1).  On the other hand, terrorists' spectaculars meet the 
standard for media coverage and can spur readership, listenership, viewership and/or engagement across 
platforms. Regarding this, Schmid (1989) argues that the media is essential to terrorism just as terrorism is 
relevant to the media (p. 539).
Media representation of societal events do not always provide the entire picture but shape public opinion 
and influence policy decisions regarding those events including terrorism. As McNair (2003) argues, the 
media “order and structure political reality, allotting events greater or lesser significance according to their 
presence or absence on the media agenda” (pp. 51-52).  One of the principal ways the media exerts its 
influence is via framing, that is, by placing salience on particular aspects of a narrative while 
deemphasising others in ways that may serve particular interests.
This study is undertaken from the framing lens and seeks to uncover the visual representation of Boko 
Haram in selected legacy and social media platforms. This is important as most understandings about Boko 
Haram stem from the media and media platforms shape both what is known and is being done about the 
terrorist group. Although research into media representations of Boko Haram is quite popular, there is a 
paucity of visual framing research as well as a dearth of research about the construction of the group on 
social media platforms. This study addresses both gaps by examining how four Nigerian newspapers (The 
Guardian, Punch, Leadership and Daily Trust) and Twitter visually depicted Boko Haram and Boko 
Haram-related events between January and June 2017.

                    Framing: Visual and Networked Framing
Even though the literature is replete with many definitions of framing, Robert Entman's definition of the 
concept has emerged the “most widely accepted” (David, Atun, Fille & Monterola, 2011, p. 330).  For 
Entman (1993); to frame is to select some aspect of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a 
communication text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, 
moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the item described” (p. 52).
Scholars prefer this conceptualisation of framing because it provides “precise operational guidelines” 
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(Matthes, 2009, p. 300) for executing framing research.  In this paper, therefore, framing refers to how 
actors who are engaged in the Boko Haram discourse in the selected platforms define, attribute 
responsibility, evaluate and proffer solutions for the Boko Haram problem in a bid to influence public 
opinion and policy about the group.
Whereas a lot of framing research have focused on the analysis of language, scholars have noted that 
framing devices are not limited to verbal or written features but include other non-verbal elements such as 
images (Coleman & Banning, 2006, p. 313).   Like words used in the media, media images are also shaped 
by news sociology factors (Barnett, 2003; Rodriguez & Dimitrova, 2011).  Additionally, images possess 
more communicative potential than words (Mandel & Shaw, 1973, p. 355).  This “neglect of 
visuals”(Matthes, 2009, p. 349)in many framing studies has resulted in a paucity in both visual and 
multimodal framing research (Coleman, 2010; Dan, 2018).  The analysis carried out here is, therefore, 
done in recognition of the intrinsic qualities of images and motivated by Powell, Boomgaarden, de Swert & 
de Vreese's (2015) findings that “when presented alone, images generate stronger framing effects on 
opinions and behavioural intentions than text” (p. 997).
This study also deals with the paucity of Boko Haram networked framing by investigating the construction 
of the group on Twitter.Networked framing according to Meraz and Papacharissi (2013) entails “a process 
through which particular problem definitions, causal interpretations, moral evaluations, and/or treatment 
recommendations attain prominence through crowd sourcing practices” (p. 159).  While a lot of framing 
including many Boko Haram framing research focus on content in legacy media (see Uwazuruike, 2018; 
Jibrin & Jimoh 2017; Obaje, 2017; Ette, 2016; Ezeah & Emmanuel, 2016; Ngwu, Ekwe & Chiara, 2015; 
Okoro & Odoemelam, 2013), this work, in addition to newspapers looks at the visual representation of the 
group on Twitter.
Taken together, therefore, this cross-platform study responds to calls by scholars to understand the role of 
images in the representation of political violence (Bleiker 2001; Moore & Shepherd 2010; Hansen 2011).  
It also reacts to the need for bottom-up framing (Nisbet, 2010).  This is particularly critical given the rise 
and significance of social media in societal discourse.

Methodology
This study is an examination of how images are used to represent Boko Haram inthe first six months of 
2017 in The Guardian, Punch, Leadership and Daily Trust, and on Twitter.  While data for Punch, 
Leadership and Daily Trust were retrieved from the PDF versions of the papers, data for The Guardian was 
collected from the paper's website  www.guardian.ng. Twitter data was obtained using Mozdeh Big Data 
Text Analysis Software (http://mozdeh.wlv.ac.uk). The following keywords: 'B'Haram', 'Boko Haram'; 
'Abubakar Shekau', 'Darul Tawheed', and 'Abu Musab al-Barnawi' produced a total of 2,578 articles and 
671,410 tweets.  Data from Twitter was, however, reduced to 2,578 using random sampling.  The image 
concourse for the study comprised of (N = 1640) photographs (The Guardian; n=451, Punch; n=53, 
Leadership; n=72, Daily Trust; n=81, and Twitter; n=983) from 5,156 articles and tweets.  The 
photographs were analysed using quantitative (Computer-assisted Hierarchical Cluster Analysis, CHCA) 
and qualitative content analysis (Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis, MCDA).
The CHCA was carried out following Matthes and Kohring (2008) who contended “that previously de?ned 
frame elements systematically group together in a speci?c way.  This pattern of frame elements can be 
identi?ed across several texts by means of cluster analysis” (p. 258).  Four frame elements from Entman's 
definition of framing - problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and treatment 
recommendation were used as variables and categories in a manual content analysis of the image 
concourse. The CHCA was subsequently followed by the qualitative analysis approach, MCDA, which 
“involves adopting a critical stance to examine the multi-dimensional construction of meaning, the 
underlying choices, assumption and biases of such constructions, and the power relations that shape them” 
(Gibson, Lee & Crabb, 2015, p. 273).  Whereas the CHCA enabled the identification of three frames: 
Chibok Girls, War and Social Consequences, the MCDA provided a robust understanding of each frame by 
examining the compositional elements of images in each of the clusters.  The deeper reading of achetypal 
images within the clusters, in conjunction with the CHCA, serves to broaden knowledge about the 
visualisation of Boko Haram in the selected newspapers and Twitter.
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   Findings
The SPSS-enabled cluster analysis enabled the identification of three visual frames: Chibok Girls, War and 
Social Consequences.  As can be seen in Figure 1.1, although the Chibok Girls visual frame emerged as the 
most frequently applied conceptual tool across both platforms (n=620; 38%), it was more frequently 
applied on Twitter than in the selected newspapers.

Figure 1.1 Total number of images per cluster in the selected newspapers and Twitter

The Chibok Girls Frame
The Chibok Girls frame is used in Boko Haram narratives in the selected texts (n=192 [newspapers]; 
n=428 [Twitter]) to emphasise the 276 Chibok secondary school girls who were abducted from their 
dormitory on the night of 14 April 2014.  The kidnap event and the Nigerian government's poor handling of 
the abduction at the time, triggered a Twitter campaign, #BringBackOurGirls, which quickly evolved into 
a global movement, aimed at drawing attention to the plight of the girls (bringbackourgirls.ng, 2014).  
The Chibok Girls cluster across both platforms consists of three types of images: Abduction (pictures of the 
girls in their abducted state and within Boko Haram-controlled environment); Release (post-Boko Haram 
photographs of the girls); and Advocacy (photographs of individuals and groups raising awareness about 
the girls). The most pronounced structural feature within these images is the subject/participant, that is, the 
Chibok Girls, who are denotatively represented, and connotatively depicted with the aid of visual icons in 
different settings. These images jointly spotlight the relevance of the Chibok girls in the discourse of Boko 
Haram as well as the emergence of the girls as objects of “irregular gaze or fascination” (Sjoberg, 2018, 
p.298) in the context of Boko Haram.

Figure 1.2. Reprinted from 'Nigeria negotiating with 'foreign help for Figure 1.3. Reprinted from 'Buhari 
receives 82 Chibok girls released Chibok girls'. The Guardian (2017, April 14). Boko Haram. The 
Guardian (2017, May 7).
Figure 1.2 is an example of an abduction image. It is a screenshot taken from a video released by Boko 
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Haram.  Apart from the girls standing or sitting in the background, one girl is seen speaking into a 
microphone held by someone else, an indication that she is in a controlled environment and may have been 
coerced to speak.  The person holding the microphone is dressed in camouflage outfit.  Although the 
camouflage may be freely worn by civilians in certain cultures, Sections 110, 111 and 251 of the Nigerian 
Criminal Code Act forbids non-members of the military from wearing the outfit.  Within this context, 
therefore, the combat outfit signals Boko Haram's status as a rebel and illegitimate group, acting in 
defiance of state laws.
The girls in Figure 1.2 are shown wearing an outer covering called Chador - “a semi-circular piece of fabric 
that rests on the head and falls around the body to the ground held together by a hand grasping it below or 
around the chin” (Pliskin, 2009, p. 125) or fastened with a pin.  The chador is mostly worn by women of the 
Islamic faith and has overtime become a symbolic object, intersecting discourses of power, identity, gender, 
and religion (Milani, 1992, p. 21).  Even though Islamic veils have been characterised “as a signifier of 
Islam's oppression of women” (Chan-Malik, 2011, p. 121), the chador has also been adorned by some 
Muslim women as a sign of resistance against “anti-religious and despotic” leaders (Pliskin, 2009, p. 
125).Matfess (2017) notes that while the hijab (another type of outer covering worn by Muslim women) is 
indicative of “an oppressive moral standard, … some women in Nigeria have adopted it as a means of 
asserting their autonomy” (p. 630). However, in the context of Figure 1.2, all or nearly all of the Chibok 
girls are Christians, meaning they may have been compelled to wear the chador in conformance with Boko 
Haram's acceptable dress code.  

Figure 1.3 is an example of a Release Image.Here the girls are seen in full-length Ankara gowns, with 
matching scarfs (except for one girl in a peach-colored chador).  The bright colours of their clothing 
contrasts with the monochromatic fabrics they wore in Figure 1.2.  The girls are shown standing with 
President Buhari and Vice President Osinbajo at the State House, Abuja.  In this photo, the girls make 
symbolic visual contact, demanding viewers' attention - a powerful status acquired by their association 
with the most powerful political figures in Nigeria.  However, like Figure 1.2, where the girls are Boko 
Haram's trophies of violence, the girls in this image function also as a form of political capital for the 
Buhari administration and as state evidence for the claimed “technical defeat” of Boko Haram. 

The last category of images within the Chibok Girls visual frame are the advocacy photographs, made up 
of pictures of individuals raising awareness about the plight of the Chibok girls. 

Figure 1.4. Reprinted from 'BBOG continues countdown to 3 years of Chibok girls' abduction'. Leadership 
(2017, April2, p.2)
Figure 1.4 is an example of an Advocacy image. A majority of the photo subjects are dressed in red-themed 
outfits, which collectivises them as a group.  It embodies three key visual themes that could engender 
efficacy during conflicts as identified in Kharroub and Bas' (2016) analysis of Twitter images of the 2011 
Egyptian revolution.  These include: “crowds, protest activities, and symbols of unity” (p. 1979).  Figure 
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1.4 shows a large group of people, chanting/singing (owing to parted lips), holding branded banners/signs, 
and clenched fists (an indication of solidarity, strength, defiance, and resistance).  The location of this 
protest is the Unity Fountain Park, a landmark in Nigeria's capital city, Abuja, “popular for its lovely 
fountain which has all the states of the federation inscribed on the corners of its white wall” (Obike, 2014, 
para. 1).Due to its symbolism and nearness to Nigeria's seat of power, the park has become the primary 
location for protests and rallies by the BBOG movement.  

War Frame
The War cluster consists of “pictorial representations of warfare and its activities” (Griffin, 2010, p. 36). 
The images in this cluster are categorised here as conventional and non-conventional war photographs.  
Conventional images comprise of soldiers/people dressed in military gear, battle fatigues or suicide vests - 
“carrying the weapons of war and portraying the hardness of heart and a gung-ho attitude” (Cross, 2009, p. 
872); pictures depicting victory, parades, battle scenes, and grisly photographs of those killed or mortally 
injured.  The non-conventional photos include selfies of soldiers, an indication of the shifts in the visual 
representation of contemporary war (Silvestri, 2014).  Although both types of images are visible on Twitter, 
gory and non-conventional images are absent in the newspapers.  
The photographs in the War cluster introduce viewers to the parties in an ongoing conflict.  Boko Haram is 
consistently portrayed as evil/murderous terrorists and as losing the war; while the military are depicted as 
organised, humane and winning the war against Boko Haram.  These deliberate portrayals create a 
distinction between in-group (legitimate army/military) and out-group (illegitimate fighting men/Boko 
Haram) members, in a way that could shape viewer's knowledge about the conflict and behavior towards 
the belligerents.

Figure 1.5. Reprinted from 'Buhari rolls out new year plans'.  Figure 1.6. Reprinted from Okafor, O. (2017, 
January 1) [Tweet]
Daily Trust (2017, January 1, p. 4).
Figures 1.5 and 1.6 are examples of conventional images. In 1.5, President Buhari and Lieutenant General 
Buratai, Nigeria's Chief of Army Staff are shown holding and looking at a Boko Haram flag during a 
Guards Brigade Regimental Dinner in Abuja.  The flag (based on the caption) is said to have been retrieved 
by the military.  Its presence in the photograph symbolises victory against Boko Haram and provides 
evidence for President Buhari's claim regarding the ouster of the group from their Sambisa enclave (AFP, 
2017a, para. 2).  
Figure 1.6 shows the bodies of persons, surrounded by onlookers who are partially cropped off the photo.  
A majority of the dead are in combat outfit and can thus be described as members of the military.  However, 
camouflage outfits are also worn by rebels.  Given that the dead men are surrounded by onlookers in 
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civilian clothing, a conclusion can be reached that the dead are Boko Haram members, killed by the 
military and dumped for display.  This image on the one hand, serves as a deterrent to viewers and on the 
other, portrays the military as winning the war.

Figure. 1.7. Reprinted from Legit.ng (2017, February 16) [Tweet].
Figure 1.7 is an example of  a non-conventional photograph.  It is made up of two pictures, placed side-by-
side.  The image to the left is a selfie of a casually dressed soldier, whose lips are slightly pouted (indicating 
his youthfulness), and two fingers raised in a victory pose.  The picture on the right of the viewer is a crafted 
message “miss home”, made using magazines (an ammunition storage and feeding device) and bullets.  
While both items are weapons of war, they are in this photo transformed into an artistic piece, carrying an 
emotional message, which reveals the softer and youthful side of the soldier. The message in addition to the 
angle of interaction (close-up) further serves to humanise the soldier.
Social Consequences Frame
The Social Consequences frame underscores Boko Haram's disruptive role in the LCBC, expressed in 
form of famine, starvation and destruction of lives, properties, and communities.

Figure 1.8. Reprinted from 'Maiduguri multiple blasts: Death toll hit 23'. The Guardian (2017, June 11).
Figure 1.8 shows a primary subject in white protective clothing, with his left hand reaching towards a pile 
of ashes spread across a post-bomb (IED) site, following attacks by Boko Haram.  The subject is 
surrounded by onlookers, who function as co-witnesses to the destruction of lives and/or properties by 
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Boko Haram.  The image is a documentary photograph owing to its high modality status  degree of 
articulation of background, and natural colours of clothing and trees.  The pose of the primary photo 
subject suggests he/she was gathering the remains of burnt victims or retrieving evidence that could be 
forensically analysed.  Some of the victims of this attack have been taken to the hospital as indicated in the 
caption.   Although forensic science has been identified as a viable tool for counterterrorism (Almog & 
Levinson, 2008), its application in Nigeria has been impeded by lack of funding and training (Yilwa, 
Maikaje, Vantsawa & Adeyemi, 2017).  This means therefore, that the forensic clues gathered by the photo 
subject may not be effectively analysed in a way that could provide closure to traumatised families or lead 
to the effective prosecution of the perpetrators.

Figure 1.9: Reprinted from Citizen TV Kenya (2017, January 29) [Tweet]Figure 1.10. Reprinted from 
Roth K. (2017, January 24) [Tweet]

The direction of the hand/palm in Figure 1.9 is an invitation to viewers to see the scorched earth, owing to 
lack of irrigation and farming, an indication of impending famine.  This outcome may have contributed to 
the state of the children in Figure 1.10.  The setting in addition to the emaciated bodies of the children, 
suggests that they are ill and in need of care.  One of the women is seen with her hand beneath her jaw, 
staring off-frame, a pose that suggests that she is deeply worried. This image of suffering women and 
children carries an emotional value that could compel and justify government action against Boko Haram.

Discussion and Conclusion
Although the art of framing is widely recognised as an essential part of news production (Friedland & 
Mengbai, 1996), research has shown that framing occurs in other forms of discourse (Jha-Nambiar, 2002).  
This has created the need for framing to continually evolve.  While a lot of focus has been on the analysis of 
mainstream media, the rise and increasing influence of social media, “necessitates that the study of 
framing continues to expand” (Manor & Crilley, 2018, p. 370).In addition, as Geise and Baden (2015) 
observed, “most research on framing has focused on textual (or, more generally, linguistic) devices that are 
used to construct frames” (p. 46).  This research, therefore, responded to these gaps by exploring the 
structural features embedded in photographs used Boko Haram narratives in legacy and social media.  
The image concourse comprised 1640 photographs which were coded based on Entman's (1993) frame 
elements, and analysed using CHCA and MCDA.  The CHCA enabled the identification of three visual 
frames: Chibok Girls, War and Social Consequences.  These structural features of these frames were 
further interrogated using the MCDA.
The Chibok Girls frame provides insight for understanding Boko Haram, their strategic victims (Chibok 
girls), and those called to rescue them (the military/the Buhari administration).Using this frame, Boko 
Haram was visually depicted as an illegitimate group, engaged in the kidnap of young girls. Their specific 
targeting of secondary school children makes them anti-education and, therefore, a global concern.  The 
frame also points to the nature of the girls as helpless victims, stripped of agency and in need of rescuing by 
the state, a position strongly championed by the BBOG group via regular protests.  However, while the 
Chibok abduction remains a defining moment in the discourse of Boko Haram, the BBOG inspired global 
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emphasis on the rescue of Chibok girls shields the knowledge that the kidnap of women and girls by Boko 
Haram is typical.  Like most violent groups, Boko Haram rely on women to execute different functions: 
“collaborators, informers, human shields, recruiters, sexual baits in person and over the Internet, and as 
perpetrators of acts of destruction and death” (Berko & Erez, 2007, p. 494).  Therefore, on the one hand, the 
BBOG campaign made the Chibok girls a global concern, and on the other hand, may have set the stage for 
the subsequent branding and commodification of the girls by Boko Haram, the Buhari administration and 
international organisations.  As Matfess (2017) notes, the activism around the Chibok girls, fetishises as 
well as dehumans them, “as they are elevated to near mythic status” (p. 80).
The emergence of the Chibok girls visual frame is attributable to two Chibok girls-related events that 
occurred within the period of study, events that could be deemed media events in the context of Boko 
Haram: The Chibok kidnap third-year anniversary (14 April, 2014) and the release of 82 Chibok girls (7 
May, 2017).  These events are characterised as Boko Haram media events because they inspired a sense of 
occasion (Katz, 1980, p. 1; Sun, 2014, p. 457).  The dominance of this visual frame makes the Chibok girls 
the primary visual synecdoche of Boko Haram and the potential primary culturally resonating symbol of 
the impact of Boko Haram.

Whereas the Chibok girls frame emerged the most dominant perspective in the visualisation of Boko 
Haram across both platforms, the War frame was the most popular frame in the selected newspapers.  The 
war visual frame comprised of images representing warfare and were broadly classified as conventional 
and non-conventional photographs.  The selected newspapers primarily featured conventional 
photographs, such as images of soldiers in battle fatigues, weapons, and moto-style imagery.   Actual battle 
scene photos and gory images were, however, absent.  These images may have been excluded to veil the 
truth, shield the actual cost of this war (Moeller, 2009), or a product of the discursive practices of legacy 
platforms such as ethical compliance.  For example, in Ojebuyi and Salawu's (2018) critical visual analysis 
of news photographs of terror acts by Boko Haram in selected Nigerian newspapers, the authors argued 
that the editors of the Punch, The Sun, Vanguard, the Premium Times, and Sahara Reporters “exercised 
ethical restraint by choosing images with nuanced configurations that are less likely to amplify moral panic 
or intensify horrid feelings” (p. 1).   Moreover, the papers used in the present study operate in a highly 
political and volatile environment, which warrants caution on the part of journalists.  Furthermore, 
researchers have contemplated the possible impact of war photography on viewers (Woolf, 1938; 
Goldberg, 1993; Sontag, 1977, 2002, 2003; Perlmutter, 1999; Sorenson, 2004).  Studies have shown that 
war images shape audiences' reaction to war (Graber, 1987; 1990); influence their perspective on defeat or 
victory (Dauber, 2001; Aday, Cluverius & Livindston, 2005); and understanding about the costs of warfare 
(Pfau et al., 2006).  Considering Boko Haram's status as a national security threat, it seems logical that 
photographs about its conflict with the state maybe subject to intense screening and government control, 
especially in the wave of government claims about the group's technical defeat.  The absence of these 
images may also be attributed to lack of access or poor funding.

The war visual frame cluster on Twitter was made up of both conventional photographs including actual 
battle scenes and gory images; and non-conventional war photography, such as selfies.   The distinction 
between images found on both platforms reflects the inherent nature and affordances of both platforms.  
Whereas newspaper organisations are bound by certain social practices (the economic, political, and 
ideological practices that shape professional journalism), Twitter is self-regulated, while content on the 
platform is subject to limited scrutiny by content regulators.  But, together, the collection of images 
identified in this study provides a broader repertoire of Boko Haram visuals, that could shape public 
understanding of narratives about the group.  Some of the images (moto-style imagery and selfies) also 
reflect the changing climate of war photography, owing to evolutions in digital photography (Silvestri, 
2014).
The structural elements embedded in the war photographs served to depict Boko Haram as a band of ragtag 
soldiers and terrorists of the fourth-wave kind, as opposed to the Nigerian military and her allies, who were 
portrayed as a well-trained and well-equipped army.  Framing Boko Haram as terrorists, places the group 
in the ranks of other ideologically motivated violent groups like ISIS, while justifying Nigeria's preferred 
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solution  a military-based counterinsurgency campaign against the group.  This representation makes the 
Boko Haram problem, a global concern, and Nigeria, relevant in the universal conflict against radical 
terrorism. 
The last cluster that materialised from the analysis was the Social Consequences frame.  This visual frame 
occurred in 27% of the articles and tweets investigated, that is, n=145 articles, and n=304 tweets; and was 
used to emphasise the social impact of Boko Haram.  The cluster contained images of the dead or injured, 
destroyed buildings and photographs depicting starvation, hunger, and famine occasioned by Boko Haram.  
Images of the dead were however, excluded in the newspapers probably due to reasons already outlined in 
this section.  However, together this collection of images, portrayed Boko Haram as murderous villains, 
whose activities have led to death, displacement, and insecurity, with devastating consequences for the 
most vulnerable population - women and children.  Such images of women and children are capable of 
invoking compassionate reactions from viewers, instigate government action, justify calls for aid funds, 
and set the stage for loss of support for Boko Haram, a critical factor in the demise of violent organisations 
(Phillips, 2011).

This visual representation of Boko Haram is consistent with popular understanding about the group.  For 
instance, Mark Wilson writing for BBC News, noted that the Boko Haram conflict had left about 20,000 
persons dead and millions displaced.  The reporter also stated that in 2017 alone, Boko Haram carried out 
150 attacks in which 967 persons were killed (Wilson, 2018).  Although Nigeria's security challenges are 
multifaceted with herdsmen wreaking havoc in the country's middle-belt, militants in the Niger Delta, and 
secessionists in the south-east, the Boko Haram conflict is deemed more treacherous (Fighting on all 
fronts; insecurity in Nigeria, 2016).  Yet, the structural composition of some of the images, point to other 
factors such as corruption, which may have contributed to the poor state of affairs in the region.  In addition, 
Nigeria is one of the world's most dangerous countries for women (Punch, 2018); has over 13 million out of 
school children (Azeezat, 2018); and is the poverty capital of the world (Kazeem, 2018), with severe 
implications for the country's socio-economic development.
Together, these three frames, the Chibok Girls, War and Social Consequences, represent the visualisation 
of Boko Haram in The Guardian, Punch, Daily Trust, and Leadership and Twitter between 1 January and 30 
June 2017.   They also embody aspects of the Boko Haram discourse, which political actors deemed 
necessary to highlight or exclude.  For instance, the Chibok Girls and Social Consequences frame, give an 
indication of the nature and impact of the group; the War visual frame points to the identity of the parties in 
the Boko Haram conflict, as well as the state's response to the Boko Haram problem.  However, the root 
cause of Boko Haram is not visually depicted, thus excluded from the narrative, even though scholars have 
identified a range of possible triggers: economic deprivation, modernisation, identity conflict, political 
transportation, and contagion (Adegbulu, 2013; Adesoji, 2014; Akinola, 2015; Idowu, 2013; Loimeier. 
2012; Oyeniyi, 2014; Oyewole, 2013, p. 259; Olaniyan & Asuelime, 2014; Onapajo, Okeke-Uzodike & 
Whetho, 2012).

The present study adds to the growing body of research on the possible role of images in shaping public 
understanding of social issues by being one of the firsts to examine how photographs are used to frame 
Boko Haram in legacy and social media.  The analysis carried out here adds to the growing evidence on the 
institutional boundaries that shape legacy media content, and the functionality of social media platforms, 
as alternative spaces for political engagement.   While the present study focused on the examination 
photographs, future research might expand the scope of visuals to include maps, charts, and videos.
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